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The following I write as an Eastern European sociologist and activist, departing from the 
basic question of how local movements in my region might connect with Occupy Wall 
Street (OWS).  By this time, it is evident that OWS has made an indelible mark on 
present-day discussions on globalisation and world order. Immanuel Wallerstein (2011), 
for example, has spoken directly of an ongoing transformation in world economy, asking 
whether the present crisis in the dominant model of capitalism-cum-democracy will be 
resolved through a shift towards a less democratic and more unequal system, or whether 
global social movements might help bring about a more equal and democratic social 
order. Keeping in sight the controversial lessons of the alter-globalism movement in 
Eastern  Europe,  I  will  argue  that  certain  characteristics  of  the  OWS  movement 
themselves pose an obstacle to the development of a truly global social movement. By 
this I do not seek to blame OWS activists for failing to represent the whole globe, but 
instead wish to add a voice from the semi-periphery to this new and much needed debate 
over global equality. 
 
The hegemony of 1968 The hegemony of 1968 The hegemony of 1968 The hegemony of 1968    
 
OWS mobilised a general support that transcends the ranks  of its actual organisers. 
Nonetheless, the organisers of OWS do not represent the ‘99%’ of the global population 
(Cordero-Guzman, 2011; Shoen, 2011). They are a highly educated and politically active 
social group, with an exceptional influence upon framing the movement. Moreover, these 
frames – which have tended to prioritise participation over concrete demands – reach 
back through the rich soil of alter-globalism to 1968.  
Organisers and star-interpreters of the alter-globalist movement support OWS 
shoulder-to-shoulder with the soixante-huitards who raised the alter-globalist generation. 
This permanence of the post-‘68 tradition among the movement’s ranks makes it easy to 
treat the movement as a vindication or justification of theories springing from the same 
tree: as ‘multitude’, ‘biopolitics of citizens’ bodies’, etc. Indeed, main clichés of the alter-Journal of Critical Globalisation Studies, Issue 5 (2012) 
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globalist movement – such as the role of the internet and the efficacy the ‘swarm’ – are 
presented as new movement logics, just as they were ten years ago. 
Even without a detailed analysis of the OWS’ links to the post-’68 tradition, it is 
clear that its basic vision and repertoires follow from this tradition rather than the present 
situation of crisis-stricken America. For the future of the movement, however, the crucial 
question is how this tradition will enable activists to address and influence the actual 
structures of the present.  
Class Class Class Class- - - -blindness and the ‘99%’ blindness and the ‘99%’ blindness and the ‘99%’ blindness and the ‘99%’    
 
More pointedly, the question is that of how a movement initiated by an educated and 
politically active base might relate to other social groups in less favourable positions. This 
was a challenge faced by the alter-globalists and the soixante-huitards before them, and it 
remains an unanswered one for OWS. 
As a contemporary of ‘68, Pierre Bourdieu argued that the demands of ‘68 were 
defined  by  the  class  ethos  of  the  “new  bourgeoisie”  (Bourdieu,  1984,  pp.  187-194). 
Reflecting  their  social  position,  this  ethos  dismissed  existing  social  hierarchies,  and 
promoted the ideal of the autonomous creative personality. But by contemplating the 
social  world  through  the  prism  of  the  creative  personality,  the  new  bourgeoisie 
interpreted  all  according  to  the  dialectics  of  fun  vs.  complexes;  it  personalised  the 
political, and made the personal political. It had a taste for everything that escaped social 
categories – it favored the illusion of social flying, or the defiance of social positions and 
their gravitational pull. One of the reasons why revolutionary students of ‘68 did not get 
more allies from the working class was that they formulated their political program in the 
language of this ethos, which did not resonate well in a working class context. 
Building on the ‘68 tradition, new anarchist and autonomist movements went 
on to produce complex repertoires of basic democratic procedures, centered on the value 
of  personal  freedom.  It  is  these  techniques  that  the  OWS  carries  on,  and  fixes  as  a 
condition for joining the revolution. But these techniques do not acknowledge that the 
development of individual opinions are formed through education and social practice, 
and thus are shaped by the social positions of the individuals in question.  
To define individual opinion as a baseline for participating in a revolution for 
equality is to effectively to universalise intellectuals’ relationship to politics – i.e. that of a 
small set group who govern their own means of opinion production, and who have no 
reason to delegate to others this power to produce opinion.  Moreover, the positioned 
ethos of ‘creativity’, ‘biopolitics’, or ‘personal freedom’ might exclude those who come 
from other social contexts, who don’t face limits to creativity as a daily problem, and who 
are less capable of elevating themselves to the disinterested stance required by the ethos 
of social flying. Hence, by translating the structural conflict of the ‘99%’ into this ethos, Position Blindness, Gagyi
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there  is  a  risk  that  the  OWS  movement  might  become  a  movement  reliant  on  the 
emotional  enthusiasm  and  preferences  of  a  small  group,  thereby  reflecting  a  field 
structured and bounded by social positions, but remaining incapable of responding to 
them.   
 
‘World revolution’ without a global program ‘World revolution’ without a global program ‘World revolution’ without a global program ‘World revolution’ without a global program    
 
While OWS gave out a call for world revolution, and identifies the Arab Spring, the 
Spanish indignados, the London rioters as its predecessors, it makes no admission of the 
underlying differences between the geopolitical positioning of these various movements. 
Regarding the Tahrir square demonstrations, there is no significant reflection upon the 
First World’s role in the Arab Spring. Meanwhile, international ‘occupy’ demonstrations 
are added up as ‘global’, while even on the movement’s own maps, these demonstrations 
overwhelmingly take place in North America and Western Europe. A more fundamental 
problem, then, is that the OWS does not formulate its themes within the framework of a 
global context. 
Only a few of the various lists of demands and grievances of the OWS relate to 
problems  outside  of  the  USA.  These  are:  war  for  profit,  protection  of  the  planet, 
outsourcing, immigration and debt – or, as it is sometimes put: colonisation ‘within and 
outside’  of  American  borders.  Some  of  these  demands  claim  to  preserve  the  USA’s 
position within world economy. They want China ‘and other trading partners’ to end 
currency manipulation. They want to change immigration law, so ‘the world’s brightest 
People to stay and work in our industries and schools’. Other demands are framed as 
problems common to Americans and the rest of the world. Environmental problems, war, 
debt,  colonisation  –  once  these  are  fixed,  they  argue,  there  would  be  no  significant 
structural relationship between the USA and the people of the world. This idea, of course, 
does not acknowledge how these very issues relate to the position of the USA within 
global power structures. 
Thus, none of these demands touch upon the fact that the losses which fuel the 
indignation at the base of OWS are positioned within a geopolitical structure of power 
relations, and as such, are not in every respect universal. In the context of a transforming 
world system, sinking living standards in the USA do not only have to do with local 
capitalism and democracy. With the Euro-Atlantic centre losing its dominant position, 
and  other  players,  especially  China,  gaining  power,  a  process  of  leveling  among 
enormously unequal living standards began. And however far yet from the world remains 
from a state of equality, this leveling process is already impacting upon the population of 
the First World in painful ways. In the case of the OWS, though, it is at least awkward that 
it poses as the voice of global indignation against inequality, but does not address the 
question of how its demands to raise living standards in the US would affect other regions Journal of Critical Globalisation Studies, Issue 5 (2012) 
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in the world. It does not make any reference to the fact that so far, it was the dominant 
position of the US that could guarantee that its living standards remain comparably high 
in relation to other regions. There are no signs of a global program that would point 
beneath the universalised demands of its own base. Thus, when viewed from another 
position – such as that of Eastern European – it would seem that OWS has been speaking 
in our name, but not necessarily for us.  
 
How do we come into the picture? How do we come into the picture? How do we come into the picture? How do we come into the picture?    
 
On  the  one  hand,  the  Occupy  movement  has  played  a  role  in  criticising  the  crisis 
management  of  global  capitalism  applied  in  Eastern  Europe.  Addressing  a  suffering 
public in the First World, it succeeded in mobilising support beyond its base. On the 
other hand, though, the movement is dominated by a specific ideology and set of norms, 
based on a culture of taste and political opinion-production that might prove inaccessible 
for those who are not in possession of the requisite cultural capital. Furthermore, it lacks a 
global program, and it does not pay adequate attention to important differences in the 
global positions of various actors.  
In Eastern Europe, the Occupy movement was taken up by small groups that 
were aware of the ‘68 tradition, that paid attention to news of OWS, and that understood 
its language. In Warsaw, Prague, Bratislava, Bucharest, Budapest, Belgrade and Sofia, a few 
hundred people reacted to the call to world revolution, and dissipated afterwards. In 
Hungary, a civil  movement against current right-wing government, called Milla, that 
brought more than 80,000 people to the street on 23 October 2011, made mention of 
OWS, and mutual declarations of solidarity were issued. Milla resembles the OWS in that 
it does not wish to enter party politics, but aims to enhance civil engagement. Ironically, 
though, many of the movement’s organisers come from a network of liberal intellectuals 
who never spoke up against the neoliberalisation of socialist infrastructures after 1989, 
and who occupied key positions all through those years while the bulk of ‘grassroots civil 
activity’ was undertaken by right-wing movements. 
The last time a global revolution for equality reached Eastern Europe, it was in 
the form of the Eastern enlargement programs of the alter-globalist movement, a decade 
ago.  Back  then,  Eastern  Europeans  invited  into  the  horizontal  process  of  the  alter-
globalist movement could not even raise the topic of ‘really-existing’ socialism to the level 
of a real dialogue within the European movement. This left Eastern European activists 
alone with leftist slogans of anti-globalism in post-socialist countries where the same 
slogans resonated differently than in Western countries. Despite this, however, Eastern 
European activists were motivated to stick with the global agenda because it promised 
them  an  equal  position  within  the  movement,  unlike  the  mainstream  hierarchical 
discourse of post-socialist transition, which framed any local social problem as a shameful 
mark of Eastern inferiority.  Position Blindness, Gagyi
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Crucially,  though,  this  ‘global’  escape  route  from  the  hierarchy  of  ‘post-
communist transition’ clashed with the peripheral position of the region within the alter-
globalisation  movement  itself.  In  the  context  of  Eastern  European  alter-globalism, 
‘autonomy’ became a daily practice of dealing with the movement’s detachment from the 
local context, and of proving to be part of a movement that barely had any infrastructure 
locally. This largely determined the nature and dynamic of ‘horizontal’ contacts with the 
Western core. Differences became so suppressed that in 2008, when Western activists 
invited Romanian groups to organise a NATO counter summit, none of the parties even 
considered  adapting  counter  summit  models  to  the  Romanian  context,  leading  to  a 
severe defeat. Unable to feed back on local  conditions, alter-globalism remained the 
imaginary  movement  of  a  small  activist  elite,  while  the  anti-globalist  anger  of  the 
population got channeled by the extreme right. A tight loop of self-reflection between 
intellectual commentators quoting Western trends and movement groups acting out 
those trends contributed to the almost total neglect of this bifurcation. 
In Eastern Europe, to join the OWS project in its present form could only 
mean that an elite group of activists establish a small local example of it, while abolishing 
their own society in a double way: by speaking a language they do not speak, and by 
joining a cause that is not defined in their own interest. For us, to join a global revolution 
requires that we do the work of occupying our position, instead of abolishing it, and add 
our voice to the global debate from here.  
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